Deborah Thomas is an activist, citizen scientist and Wyoming resident. In this paper she describes experiences gleaned from local efforts to effect positive change and resistance to shale gas development in her own community. Meeting the challenges of development requires collaboration among community members, including farmers, rural residents, city dwellers, nonprofits, doctors, scientists, and academics. Creation of and access to scientific information are crucial.
three days, Windsor Energy left us with contaminated groundwater aquifers and toxic plumes that contaminated drinking water wells.
The State of Wyoming fined Windsor Energy $2,812.50 for the blowout, while the monitoring project to identify and track contamination plumes in our water has cost millions.
For ten years groundwater, Line Creek and private drinking water wells have been monitored. However, the company who contaminated our water has conducted no remediation. Instead, they have depended on natural attenuation to clean up their mess. Their preferred method has not worked, and they have now requested that the state of Wyoming release them from all financial responsibility and liability.
From 2000 to 2014, most of my time and energy was spent encouraging decision makers to change laws and pass regulation that would protect my community and the countless others I worked with as a community organizer. In Wyoming, roughly 75% to 85% of our economy is based on extractive industry. Here and in a growing number of places where extraction is happening, government doesn't want to kill the golden goose. Consequently, trying to rein in industry and its impacts is not easy.
I've spent countless hours attending community, industry, and government meetings; helping impacted residents learn what their situation is, and attempting to educate decision makers. We've lobbied at local, state, and federal levels, with great hope that our harrowing stories would be heard and acted on.
It's no surprise that the first people to recognize impacts in their communities are those who live there. We recognize subtle changes in our air, water and environment before they become a massive obvious mess. We also recognize changes in our family's health, which is when we need to know and understand what is causing them. Only then can we, and our doctors, make educated decisions to stop health issues from worsening and becoming more serious.
The debate over what's safe has been at the forefront of how oil and gas development moves forward. The precautionary principles that protect air, water, and public health are seldom included in assessments of how and where to drill and produce oil and gas, while laws passed and enacted are based on economic, rather than human and environmental, health. Research projects such as ours are beginning to become more frequent, but community partnering remains a challenge. The projects provide data about what is being leaked, spilled, and emitted from oil and gas sights, and also furnish health care providers with the information they need to diagnose and treat illness caused by the toxic chemicals and processes used during development.
Also very important is providing impacted people with information to make educated, rather than emotional, decisions about what they should do. The quandary for many is whether they should stay and fight for their land, lifestyle, and what they believe is right, or move on and try to start over. I've learned there is no right or wrong decision.
As hydraulic fracturing increases the number of people being impacted, concerns grow and new regulations are written to address future development. However, the old conventional fields, which are becoming more toxic and dangerous as the plays age and infrastructure crumbles, are seldom addressed. We began to recognize that the horrible impacts from old plays are the tip of the iceberg. Fracking, as it increases the rate of development and the areas being developed, will be responsible for vast contamination that will impact our planet for hundreds of years, if not forever. The hits to air quality, water, the natural environment, and human health may never recover, and as the shale formations are fractured, so are the communities where it is occurring.
Unfortunately, time is running out to protect human health, the other animals with whom we share the planet, and the environment. Clean air and water are disappearing at unprecedented rates while we increase our dependence on the industry that ruins these resources we need to survive. I am hopeful that more scientific information, along with legal aid and consideration of the anecdotal evidence from people on the ground, will create the change we need. Citizen science will be more important in the future, and laws, like Wyoming's data trespass law, must be overthrown.
In the Line Creek drainage of Wyoming, my family has decided to stay. We will continue to fight for less oil and gas development and more protection from its impacts. Our mission is to protect the beautiful place we live in and hope whoever comes next will do the same.
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